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1. Key principles
•  a route that is kept in good condition will be more popular than one 

allowed to deteriorate

• given the level of investment in the route’s construction it is important 
that it remains attractive to users

• maintenance should be considered as part of the route development 
process long before work to build it starts

• a high standard of design and construction will mean less 
maintenance in the future. For example a path surfaced with tarmac 
will have a long life with very little maintenance

• secure funding for maintenance at project development stage

2. Introduction
2.1 
A route that is kept in good condition will be more useful, attractive and 
popular than one allowed to deteriorate. Maintenance can sometimes 
seem like an afterthought compared to the exciting world of designing 
and building new routes, but having invested time and money by 
building the route, it is important that it remains attractive to users. 

2.2 
Walking and riding quality should be maintained, particularly keeping 
routes clean and ice free in autumn and winter. Roadworks should 
provide suitable diversionary routes for walkers and cyclists – without 
cyclists needing to dismount.

3. From the start
3.1 
Maintenance should be considered as part of the route development 
process long before construction starts. A thoughtful design will mean 
less maintenance in the future. For example a path surfaced with 
tarmac will have a long life needing little maintenance other than litter 
picking and keeping it clear. Whereas a stone dust path will quickly 
become worn and rutted if left uncared for on a busy route. Think about 
who will use the route – will horses ride along it, will tractors cross it? 
Pedestrians and cyclists don’t normally cause a great deal of wear and 
tear. It is often other users and the weather that have more of an impact 
on the condition of the path.  Design with maintenance in mind is good 
design - and it’s not just about path surfaces.

3.2 
It is particularly important to think about maintenance at the start of the 
development process if the project has capital funding available but 
maintenance will have to come from existing budgets that may have to 
be stretched in the future. Sometimes money can be put aside from the 
capital source into a separate fund for future maintenance. Irrespective 
of what the ultimate arrangement will be, it is essential that the project 
team has agreed the future maintenance arrangements early in the 
project’s development. 

It is important that a route remains attractive to users

Routes need regular sweeping, particularly in 
the autumn
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4. Who is in charge?
4.1 
Some routes, in particular in towns and cities may well be the 
responsibility of more than one part of the council. Where the cycle 
route is on the road it will usually be the responsibility of the highways 
department, however once it passes on to other land it might fall 
under the remit of the leisure department, or perhaps the education 
department if for instance the route is through school playing fields. 
Every department with future responsibility for the maintenance of the 
route needs to accept those responsibilities at the outset of the project 
and allow for them in future budgeting. Interdepartmental battles in the 
future help no one and lead to the route falling into disrepair. 

5. On the roads
5.1 
The majority of cycling happens on roads and the quality of the surface 
can make a huge difference to the cyclist’s experience of using a 
particular road. Highway Authorities i.e. local councils in most cases, 
are responsible for maintaining roads in the UK. They have sophisticated 
asset management systems for inspecting and managing repairs to the 
roads. However the particular hazards posed to cyclists by potholes/ 
loose drain covers in the part of the road closest to the kerb are 
sometimes overlooked. When maintenance of this part of the road is 
neglected, cyclists have to ride over roads in a poor and occasionally 
dangerous condition. Some councils recognise that the section of the 
road where people usually cycle i.e. the first 2m or so from the kerb 
needs to be in good condition for the sake of cyclists using them. 
Smaller pot holes that may not generally be a priority will be repaired 
promptly within the 2m zone.

The first 2m from the kerb needs to be kept in 
good condition

Bypasses and gaps for cyclists need to be regularly swept 

5.2 
Bypasses and gaps for cyclists do not benefit from passing motor traffic 
to push debris out of the way, so these need to be regularly swept if 
they are to be usable.

5.3 
Where road works are being undertaken, proper consideration should 
be given to the requirements of cyclists as well as pedestrians, and 
appropriate provision made with signed diversion routes where 
necessary.

Route through park, Leicester
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5.4 
Road markings and coloured surfacing indicating cycle lanes will wear 
out as countless vehicle tyres pass over them each day. Once the 
marking for a cycle lane has become so faint that a driver does not 
see it - the cycle facility is lost! Road markings are easily restored but 
it might take a few cyclists reporting that they have disappeared to 
prompt the council to get out there and put them back!

Cyclists need to be catered for at roadworks

Road markings and coloured surfacing need to 
be maintained

5.5 
Councils typically have several ways for the public to report potholes 
and other problems like damaged signs or street lights not working. 
Cyclists should check their local council website for details and report 
roads needing attention.

On-road routes:

• prioritise maintenance of 2m nearest to kerb

• repair loose drain covers and potholes

• clear drainage channels and gullies

• sweep debris

• repair worn markings / coloured surfacing

• accommodate cyclists at roadworks

• include in winter maintenance

• repair / replace damaged / lost signs
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6. Signing the way
6.1 
Signs can require continual maintenance as they present an attractive 
target for mischief. Simple, clear, robust signs placed above an 
up stretched arm make them less vulnerable. Square posts are 
recommended (rather than the more common round ones) to make 
turning a sign to point the wrong way much more difficult. 

6.2 
Painting direction signing on the surface of the path rather than using 
metal signs is a lower risk option on traffic free routes. Remember that 
if it is not public highway then you can put up whatever signing the land 
owner is happy with. It does not have to conform to the Traffic Signs 
Regulations and General Directions (TSRGD)!

6.3 
Cyclists unfamiliar with a route will quickly become lost without good 
signing and effort is needed to ensure signs remain in place and in 
good condition. Regular inspections of the signing and a mechanism 
for reporting problems to the local council or landowner should be in 
place to address problems as soon as they occur. Prompt and regular 
reporting of faulty signing keeps it in the forefront of the local council’s 
mind when it could otherwise slip to the bottom of the repair list. Where 
permanent signs have been lost, Sustrans temporary signing is a good 
short term measure while replacement signs are arranged.

Use of square posts so sign can’t be turned

Use of surface markings to reduce vandalism

Signs present an attractive target for mischief Regular pruning may be required 

7. Away from the roads
7.1 
Traffic free paths can become unattractive and difficult to use if the 
vegetation along them is allowed to grow freely. Good maintenance 
regimes will ensure that the path is kept clear, there is plenty of natural 
light on the path, attractive plants and flowers grow, which in turn 
encourages animals to use the path and its verges as a natural habitat. 
While maintenance of roads is a specialist task for professionals, paths 
will benefit from volunteers who can adopt a route and help ensure it 
is in the best possible condition when combined with staff doing the 
heavier duty tasks such as mowing long stretches of grass or cutting 
back trees. Many local parks and former railway greenways have 
local volunteer groups supplementing the staff carrying out the bigger 
maintenance tasks. They provide a hugely valuable role, ensuring the 
local community is involved in its local path and promoting its use, while 
carrying out smaller maintenance tasks.
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Path and verges need to be kept clear

Path surfaces need to be maintained

Local volunteers can assist with maintenance

Consider which routes need to be gritted in winter

Traffic free routes:
• repair surface damage

• clear drainage channels and culverts

• sweep debris

• mow verges

• cut trees and other vegetation

• repair / replace damaged / lost signs

• maintain lighting, furniture, structures

• use of local volunteers to assist

• develop signing and management plan to 
encourage considerate behaviour on shared paths

7.2 
Traffic free paths such as old railways need a plan for the maintenance 
cycle throughout the year. Trees, scrub and hedgerows should be 
cut back outside the bird nesting season. It is important to avoid the 
tunnel effect that can be seen on longer standing paths as this can give 
rise to personal security concerns. Inspection of trees to ensure that 
they do not pose a hazard must be incorporated into any landowner’s 
maintenance regime. The scale of the vegetation management task 
should not be underestimated and should be seen as a journey rather 
than an end destination. There are some plants such as Himalayan 
balsam or Japanese knotweed that are subject to legal requirements. 
Land owners with these or other invasive or injurious plants on their 
land need to take special measures to preventing them spreading. Giant 
hogweed is a particular problem as it can cause injuries if people come 
in to contact with it and dealing with it requires special care. 

7.3 
Preventing vegetation encroaching onto the path is as important as 
maintaining the path itself.  A 1m wide strip of vegetation along the path 
edge requires cutting at least twice each year.  Where the vegetation is 
sparse, fewer cuts may be required, but in other cases paths can require 
increased cutting frequency. Cutting to a length of approximately 10-15 
cm will keep the vegetation off the path without injuring amphibians or 
small mammals living in it. Some notable or rare plant species, such as 
orchids, may grow in this short mown section. Where such species are 
known to be present, the maintenance regime should allow them to set 
seed before mowing as this will encourage new plants.

7.4 
When designing paths consider where and how maintenance vehicles 
need to get onto the path. Usually it will involve just an occasional van. 
But sometimes a bigger vehicle such as a JCB might need to get along 
the route. This should include access by vehicles to grit key routes in 
the winter.
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8. The interesting bits
8.1 
Features such as artworks, interpretation panels and benches enhance 
a traffic free path and make it more interesting and enjoyable for anyone 
using the route. However, these features can sometimes be a target 
for vandalism. They should be built from robust material and put in a 
popular place where natural surveillance protects them. They will need 
regular attention to ensure they are cleaned and repaired quickly after 
any damage or graffiti to demonstrate that they are a valuable part of 
the path. Volunteers are often keen to take artworks under their wing 
and cherish them.

8.2 
Enhancing the route for wildlife makes the route more attractive and 
interesting for users, but it is important to consider future management 
issues for features you create. Log piles, bird and bat boxes are popular 
to install but may also be subject to vandalism. On routes with high 
levels of antisocial behaviour features like these may be best avoided 
or should be placed out of view and built of sturdy materials. A greater 
emphasis should be put on the better management of the vegetation for 
wildlife. Wildflower meadows and hedgerows will need to be managed 
to maintain them and this is an ideal opportunity to involve volunteers 
and the local community in looking after a route in the long-term.

Robust artwork reduces vandalism, Clyde to Forth route
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Good design should avoid ponding

Road gullies need to be kept clear

Bridge and underpass maintenance may require 
particular attention, Cramlington

9. Water, water, everywhere
9.1 
Water can really spoil a cycle journey. It can cause tremendous damage 
to paths and unless it’s en route to the beach on a hot sunny day, 
cycling through pools of water is rarely fun. Good design is vital as the 
creation of cambers or falls across paths can be crucial to avoiding 
flooding when it rains. Similarly it is essential that water can drain away 
from the path and that drainage channels are kept clear. Dealing with 
water is one of the most important elements of good path design. If not 
done well, it will leave a lifetime of maintenance headaches. Using the 
natural fall of the land, ditches and avoiding low spots where ponding 
can occur are often all that is needed. Well-designed ponds and ditches 
can be attractive features that enhance a traffic free route for people 
and for wildlife.

9.2 
Ditches need clearing regularly to avoid a build up of silt and debris. It is 
a messy business best done with mini diggers or a team of enthusiastic 
people with tools and wheel barrows and that may need extra measures 
to protect badger setts or other wildlife in the ditch. Piped drains require 
a more structured regime of cleaning to ensure they work well at times 
of flood when they are most needed. Proper maintenance of drainage 
systems is not confined to traffic free paths. Increasingly road gullies 
appear to be blocked leading to pools of water just where a cyclist 
wants to ride. This can result in both cyclists and pedestrians being 
soaked in filthy water, not part of the deal when cycling or just crossing 
the road!

10. Bridges
10.1 
Bridges usually have a separate inspection and management system 
from the rest of a route. Bridge owners such as local councils and 
Network Rail have sophisticated bridge management systems. These 
tend to focus on the structural condition of the bridge and pay less 
attention to the environment of the bridge. Thus graffiti can remain 
indefinitely unless reported to the council making the whole environment 
feel uncared for and potentially threatening for walkers and cyclists. 
Underpasses provided for pedestrians and cyclists to avoid busy roads 
are particularly vulnerable to this type of abuse making their use at best 
an off-putting and sometimes frightening experience. 

10.2 
Smaller bridges in parks and similar traffic free environments sometimes 
have wooden decks. Unless these are treated with a good antiskid 
surfacing material at the time of construction they can become very 
slippery when wet. Once again, by considering the maintenance 
problems at the design stage, potential problems can be avoided before 
they become significant. 

10.3 
It is important to keep trees and bushes cut back close to bridges to 
allow inspectors a clear view of the structure and to avoid damage by 
ivy and those trees and bushes which can cause masonry to crack and 
painted surfaces to corrode. 

Wooden decks need anti-skid surfacing, Falmouth
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11. Being organised
11.1 
Even the best designed and built routes will fall into disrepair if 
maintenance is not organised. You need to know what you are 
responsible for, so have a list of the routes, roads, bridges, benches 
etc. Decide how often you need to check on its condition and have 
an inspection plan to ensure you get out and have a look at the route 
sufficiently often. Know what you are looking at, and what condition 
it should be in. Roads have detailed maintenance manuals specifying 
the nature and size of defects along with the timescale for rectification. 
Paths tend to be managed more informally. Once you have carried 
out the inspection, produce a report and plan any repairs and actions 
needed. Finally undertake and keep records of the work: your 
successors will thank you when they want to know about a problem 
at that location in the past. Once you have done all this go back to the 
start and do the next inspection.

Signing diversion routes for cyclists, Brighton

Maintenance policies to include:

• prioritise cycle routes

• conduct regular inspections

• inspect routes on a bike

• use local volunteers to assist with inspections and 
minor maintenance

• publicise fault reporting hotline

• prioritise repairs

• quick response to problems

• regular programmed maintenance

• roadworks to accommodate safe and convenient 
movement of cyclists

• use temporary direction signing as short term 
measure where new signs are needed
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